
Puyallup River Levee
Rehabilitation Project
Pierce County, WA - Since the early 1900s, approximately 90 miles of levees have
been built in the Puyallup River system, which includes the Puyallup, Carbon, and
White Rivers. Levee construction began in the lower reach of the Puyallup River and
progressed sporadically upstream, with the levees on the upper Puyallup and Carbon
Rivers completed in the late 1950s.

Although the levees were built primarily to control inundation of agricultural fields, the
flood protection afforded by the levees allowed human occupation and development of
the floodplain. That protection was compromised over time, however, as maintenance
lapsed and sections of the levees were damaged or destroyed by flooding and resulting
erosion.

In 1996, a flood on the Puyallup damaged several homes along the river a few miles
upstream from the city of Orting, damaged or destroyed several hundred feet of a
levee, and threatened Orville Road, an important local roadway. That event triggered
efforts by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), in close cooperation with Pierce
County, the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW), and the Puyallup
Tribe of Indians to develop a plan to address the flood damages and lessen the risk of
future damages along the river. The focus was the reach upstream from the city of
Orting.

The plan proposed creating a system of new setback levees and bank protection
measures. In 1997, 10,000 feet of new setback levee were constructed, 1,000 feet of
existing levee were repaired, and 2,600 feet of the riverbank were “hardened” against
erosion.

The acquisition of properties, removal or repair of old levees, and the construction of
new levees was made possible by a combination of funding from several sources
including the State’s Flood Control Assistance Account Program (FCAAP) and FEMA’s
Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP). The work on the levees and floodplain
restoration measures were funded by a special appropriation to the Corps’ Seattle
District.

The presence of the original levees at the river’s edge resulted in the isolation of the
floodplain from the main channel of the river. The erosion of parts of the levee system
in the reach of the river upstream from Orting in the floods of 1996, and the removal of
the remaining sections and of an old agricultural levee, restored the natural connection
between river and floodplain.

The reconnection of the Puyallup River with about 125 acres of its natural floodplain
had two positive consequences. First, it allowed the river more room to spread out and
dissipate energy during future flood flows. Since completion of the project in 1997, the
levees have worked as designed. In fact, during the floods 2003 and 2006, they greatly
mitigated the flood impact to the area protected by the project.

The project also restored the access to salmon of approximately 2,000 feet of the
channel of a tributary to the Puyallup, and within a few days of completion of the work,
chum salmon were seen entering the small stream for the first time in many years.
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Primary Activity/Project:

Flood-proofing

Primary Funding:

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP)
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